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NOSTALGIA FOR THE PAST 
OR YESTERDAY-TODAY
There used to be a way of describing 
how to get to a house :
‘Once you get there, turn right. You will 
see a market garden on the left... go 
straight on. Again on the left at the 
corner you will be faced by a huge, 
century-old plane tree. There is a 
mansion which looks like a miniature 
palace, with a jut... on the right is a 
gentle slope, ascend it! A  hundred paces 
further on, a wooden house is on the 
right... it’s like a bird’s nest with a 
weeping willow in the garden... No 14! 
That is the house. Opposite is Ibrahim 
Efendi... a small grocer’s shop. The 
house is Selvinaz kalfa’s...’
There used to be a way of getting to 
places... a way of calling on friends :
You would sit back in an open sided 
carriage, drawn either by a single horse 
or a pair.
Your grandchild is on one side of you, 
and opposite sits your son in law...
It would take ah hour to get there on 
foot, but you would arrive in half-an-hour 
having enjoyed the surroundings. When 
you got into the carriage, the coachman 
would have come down and would be 
ready to help you.
When you arrived at your destination, 
after having said “ Stop”  the coachman 
would jump down from his box, button 
up his jacket and was ready to serve 
you. If it was necessary for you to 
steady yourself, the coachman would 
extend his arm, (not his hand), and when 
he received his money he would thank 
you, and wish you good luck - ‘hayirlar’ .
There used to be modes of address, a 
gentleman was called ‘beyefendi’ and a 
lady ‘hanımefendi’ .. Elderly and bearded 
gentlemen were addressed as ‘efendi
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hazretleri’ - venerable sir... There were 
those who would address men as 
‘my lord’ - paşam, especially amongst 
the minorities.
A  person descending from a carriage 
would wish the coachman good business 
- hayırlı işler - and he would invariably 
reply ‘güle-güle’ .
When travelling on the ferry a certain 
‘club’ friendship existed:
Those living in the same district and 
going the same way, would meet on the 
boat. Almost everybody’s seat was 
known. They would greet each other 
by bringing the fingers of the right hand 
to the lips and then to the forehead... 
They would make a nice remark about 
you and enquire politely after your 
health, showing friendly interest. Perhaps 
there was some ‘flattery’, but in general 
it was more an expression of true 
affection...
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There was a manner of speaking to 
people... a certain courtesy: When 
enquiring after a gentleman’s son, one 
would use the words ‘mahdum 
beyefendi’ , and when speaking of one’s 
own son, one would use the phrase 
‘my son - your servant’ ... mahdum 
bendeniz. A  father was addressed as 
‘peder’ - father - Sir, and a mother was 
vâlide - lady-mother. Anyone mentioning 
their daughter would say ‘my daughter - 
your slave’ ... and when taking about 
ones father they would begin ‘my father - 
your humble servant, and anybody 
addressed in this fashion immediately 
riposted ‘estağfiruallah’ - (oh please,
I beg you) the literal meaning of which 
is I ask pardon of God.
When leaving the house, ones father’s 
and mother’s hands were kissed and 
blessings given. Children were kissed and 
ones peers were conversed with...
Those who remained felt a sense of 
contentment and those who departed 
left happy.
There were those who looked down on 
‘trade’ and let it be known: but there was 
not one person in the world of small 
business who would not admit to being 
a trader - and take pride in his 
business integrity.
The cries of the street pedlars were not 
raucous and harsh, but were actually 
composed and melodious. There was no 
sound that grated on the ear or which 
caused those who were sleeping, to 
wake up.
Ezan, the call to prayer, gave tranquillity 
of spirit even to those who did not 
respond by praying: it was a hymn of 
consecration - a moment of veneration. 
The ‘sala’ on Friday, the pre-noon 
prayer for Muhammed, was chanted in 
the ‘dilkeş-i hâverân’ - an oriental ‘mode’ 
no longer in use: the morning ezan was 
chanted in one of the oldest and 
characteristic modes - the saba’ : that 
of noon, the afternoon and the night 
were chants prepared in advance: but 
that at sunset was chanted in a completely 
different way in a different pattern.
The coffee house of the quarter had a 
variety of functions. It was a place to 
gather and meet socially. Each morning 
on one’s way to work one would drop 
in... and once again talk to everyone.
A  sort of ‘security patrol’ existed... a 
group of rough, rowdy ‘young bloods’ 
the külhanbeylik - very much a part of 
the life of the quarter.
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These kiilhanbeys considered themselves 
the guardians of the reputation and 
honour of the area. They would assist 
the night watchman and the police 
station.
There used to be servants who were 
part of the family. The old Nanny 
was half a mother... the young maid 
would be married off and she and her 
husband would remain attached to the 
family. They were united in wealth and 
poverty.
There was a manner of living that was 
peaceful and free from anxiety. One 
would get up at the time of the morning 
call to prayer, and go to work early.
A t the close of day, one either went to 
the meyhane - a tavern - or straight 
home. But after the two hours after 
sunset ezan, everyone retired to bed.
Büyükdere
The young man who came home late 
would, out of consideration for others, 
creep upstairs barefoot, so as not to 
wake anybody.
At night there was neither the sound of 
cars honking, nor of ships’ hooters, nor 
the amplified clamour of car-borne 
vendors shouting their wares from quarter 
to quarter, getting on people’s nerves, 
waking children up with a start; nor 
lunch-bars right in the centre of a district 
and ‘casinos’ with blaring music.
There used to be a fashion of greeting 
people in a brotherly way... On the 
road, when two people met, the 
traveller coming from the direction of 
Mecca would be the first to salute the 
other; an older person greeted the 
younger; adults, children; the rider, 
the pedestrian. Good manners prompted
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better manners. These encounters would 
be a good omen and both travellers 
would continue on their journey cheered, 
and fortunate.
There was a way of setting out on a 
journey, and a way of making it: After 
having said goodbye to the household, 
water would be poured in the wake of 
the one departing. This signified «Go, 
and return with the ease of flowing 
water; encounter no obstacles 
and should you do so, overcome them 
without dificulty.»
There used to be politeness and kindness:
A  person taking their place at a table 
in a restaurant would ask permission 
from those already seated there. When 
he had sat down, he would never neglect 
to say to them ‘afiyet olsun’ - bon 
appétit, and would be thanked. The 
first one to finish his meal would not 
rise from the table without saying to the 
other ‘afiyet olsun’ (Health be to you 
all). Respect and esteem for people 
existed.
And there was tolerance. The faith of 
others, even if different from one’s own, 
was tolerated. Failings of people were 
covered up. If a person of another belief 
was not present, but came up in 
conversation, ‘May God give him 
salvation’ would be said; but if the 
person referred to was dead, they would 
say ‘Let him rest in his faith’ . No one 
would mention blindness or deafness in 
front of those so afflicted. When in the 
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presence of someone at fault, no one 
would mention anything that could be 
considered a ‘faux pas’ . In any social 
gathering this was everybody’s first 
concern.
The roads were absolutely clean. 
Everyone would sweep and wash outside 
their front doors every morning. If a 
small stone on the road was noticed 
while walking there, it was picked up 
and put aside to prevent a child from 
stumbling or a blind person from 
falling.
Anyone seeing a piece of bread or simit 
on the road would pick it up, make 
as if to kiss it, and put it into a hole 
in the wall or in a tree. Bread was a 
bounty and one had to respect it.
People in the same quarter knew and had 
affection for each other. No person of 
unseemly behaviour was tolerated in the 
area. When a death occurred the whole 
quarter was affected. As soon as the 
funeral had taken place, a tray full of 
food, soup, meat and dessert, was 
brought to the bereaved house by the 
southern neighbour - the direction of 
Mecca - first, then on the subsequent 
day the house on the right would provide 
and then the neighbour on the left, and 
so on with other houses so that there 
would be no problem of providing food 
in the house where the death had 
occurred.
The first housework to be done was 
to clean the glasses of the lamps. After
having breathed on the glass lamp 
chimney, a thin stick wrapped round 
with a piece of clean cloth, was used to 
clean the inside, and afterwards the 
exterior was cleaned as well. The lamp 
was topped up with oil, the small 
night- lamps were prepared in the same 
way. There was no electricity, and no 
electricity cuts: neither was there a store 
of today’s tiny, distorted, broken 
candles!
There were trees on either side of the 
city roads, and on the window-ledges 
sweet basil. Every house had its garden 
full of many different kinds of roses 
and carnations. A t the waysides were 
bushes of ‘Mirabilis Jalappa’ - the four 
o ’clock plant.
In the middle of the lovely, wide 
squares there used to be a pool filled 
with gleaming water. As you entered 
the square, two nice, clean coffee 
houses would be on your right, in the 
shade of century-old plane and chestnut 
trees.
Beyond the second coffee house was 
a very clean place to eat, where you 
could meet, chat, rest and sit. Then the 
‘literati’ would arrive... Poetry was 
read, and the listeners would gaze at 
their faces like ardent lovers and get 
carried away by their words. For some 
reason the place used to be called Küllük 
(ash tray), but later the name changed 
to Güllük. The sound of birds flying 
and every breath taken could be heard 
there...
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Coming from Beyazit, on the left at 
Şehzadebaşı, was a coffee house. It was 
called Feyziye. Once a week they had a 
musical gathering there. Songs and 
melodies would flow, ranging from 
compositions by Hoca to Büyük Dede, 
and from Büyük Dede to Şevki Bey.
New pieces would emerge and words 
would be inspired. No other sound 
would be heard, it was as if no one 
breathed. If someone dropped a coin 
onto the floor, he would step on it 
immediately so that the noise would not 
spoil the atmosphere and break the 
spell.
The Bosphorus, the Sweet Waters of Asia, 
the Golden Horn, Kâğıthane... The 
yalis on the shores...
The musical gatherings of those days... 
the elegant long caiques... the songs, 
sorrows and aspirations... A ll these 
can neither be expressed in words, nor 
on the written page.
There was friendship, there was loyalty, 
There was promise and sincerity 
There was pleasure peace and tranquillity 
There was repose, enlightenment and
enjoyment
There was happiness, life and propriety 
There was the beloved, separation and...
ecstacy...
Today don’t ask anyone the way. They 
won’t know - nobody knows. Houses 
are faceless, identical and not one is 
recognizable from another.
The taxi driver calls the one with a beard 
‘Dad’ or ‘Uncle’ and those younger 
‘brother’ .
They have forgotton how to address a 
lady... she is now ‘Auntie’ or ‘elder 
sister’ . You don’t know anyone on the 
ferry and you haven’t got a seat.
The call to prayer no longer inspires 
you to say ‘Almighty God’ - you jump 
and exclaim ‘Oh my God!’ The voices 
of the street sellers irritate. There are no 
more district coffee houses. The noisy 
‘young bloods’ have become extortion 
gangs. You can’t tell the difference 
between night and day and the roads 
are filthy. Those living in blocks of 
flats are strangers to each other and every 
day they are faced with yet another 
trouble.
With the electricity as it is, we are 
reduced to candles and oil lamps. Trees 
are being cut down, fountains are 
without spouts. The ones that remain are 
miserably awaiting the day when their 
inscriptions and ornamental panels 
will be vandalized.
The Küllük with its crooked steps and 
uneven wall is now a car space and a
barrow market place. Kelims of crude 
colours are hung over the walls and 
offend the eye. Your feet slip on 
accumulations of dirt. The smell of 
meat, onions and peppers is all 
pervading, the voices of the vendors 
with loud-speakers blast the ear and on 
the left of this square, which is a square 
no longer, is the University, our centre 
of culture.
Do you ever enquire how anyone’s work 
is progressing? Is there anyone who 
notices him anyhow? The word ‘selâm’ 
is considered reactionary, and no longer 
used. What an out-of-date custom! And 
what does to wish someone Godspeed 
mean anyway? Even if ‘Uğurlar olsun’ 
is uttered there is no one to give the 
customary response. Those who wish 
others sitting at the same table ‘bon
appétit’ cause surprise. They don’t 
answer, but wonder how the speaker 
knows them.
If five people get together, they all 
shout, talking at the same time, or else 
it seems to have become fashionable to 
mumble, uttering unintelligible sounds.
Respect for faith, religion, and beliefs 
does not exist, but such things are 
subject to profanity.
Music has been bastardised: it is neither 
western nor oriental. One thing is sure, 
and that it is definitely not ours.
It has not just gone mad, it has gone 
raving mad!
We in this country are strangers: 
«Sometimes foreign countries become 
one’s homeland and sometimes one’s 
homeland becomes foreign.»
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